Governor Thomas Brisbane by Liston, Carol
171 
GOVERNOR THOMAS BRISBANE 
by Dr Carol Liston 
President of the Royal Australian Historical 
Society 
Major General Sir Thomas Macdougall Brisbane arrived as Governor 
of New South Wales in December 1821 to succeed Macquarie, and 
held office until December 1825. For most Australians his name is 
familiar only because the Surveyor General John Oxley discovered 
a river which he named the Brisbane. Sir Thomas Brisbane died in 
1860, the year in which the town which had taken the name of the 
river, became the capital of the new colony of Queensland. 
What was this man Uke, whose family's name is perpetuated as an 
Australian capital city? 
His ancestors were minor Scottish gentry — one had been a 
Chancellor of Scotland in the 14th century. Thomas Brisbane joined 
the British Army and served in the French Wars from 1793, in the 
West Indies, in the Peninsula from 1812-14 and in Canada in 1814-15. 
While he was on leave between 1804 and 1812 he borrowed heavily 
to pay for his hobby, astronomy. His financial situation improved in 
1819 when he married an heiress. His mother wrote to him of her 
pleasure that a river had been named after them. Sir Thomas Brisbane 
had been excessively careful to avoid what he considered to have been 
Macquarie's bad taste in naming so much of the landscape after 
himself or his wife. Place names with Brisbane associations are more 
subtle than Macquarie Fields or Campbelltown. Brisbane certainly 
thought that there was much about the Macquaries that was vulgar. 
He was particularly shocked that Mrs. Macquarie had dined with 
women little better than common prostitutes. 
Brisbane's reaction was to keep his wife, sister-in-law and young 
family isolated from the excesses of colonial society at Old 
Government House, Parramatta. The neighbourhood of Parramatta 
housed some of the more respectable free settlers, such as the 
Macarthurs and Blaxlands, people whom his wife could meet without 
fear of offending her principles. 
It is therefore ironic that history remembers Sir Thomas Brisbane 
not for the four years that he refrained from mixing with convict 
society, but for the one occasion on which he did, the farewell dinner 
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given to him by the emancipists and organised by WiUiam Charles 
Went worth. 
Brisbane governed New South Wales (which included Queensland 
and Victoria) which had a population of 36,000 by 1825 - 65% of 
whom were or had been convicts. His administration is usually 
described as a period of weak government. The Duke of Wellington 
said of him "Many brave men were not fit to be governors." The 
standard version, made popular by the Reverend John Dunmore Lang, 
claims that Brisbane spent too much time at Parramatta, working in 
the observatory he built there (for Brisbane was an astronomer), riding 
and shooting and playing with his children, while the real business 
of government was carried out according to the whims, prejudices 
and self interest of the bureaucrats in Sydney. Compared to his 
predecessor Macquarie, the paternal autocrat, or his successor Darling 
who was accused of being a tyrant, the colonists, convicts and 
government as well as modern historians saw Brisbane as a wimp. 
What care we for the skill to scan 
The bright stars overhead? 
Give us for Governor the man 
Who rules and is obeyed 
wrote one 1820s poet about Brisbane. 
My research into the Brisbane period in libraries in Australia and 
United Kingdom has found evidence which suggests a more positive 
interpretation of his government as the foundation period of a free, 
rather than a convict, settlement. 
It was during Brisbane's Government that some of the most 
important democratic changes occurred in Australia — the 
establishment of a Legislative Council, trial by jury, and removal of 
the censorship of the press. Certainly the initiative for the Legislative 
Council came from Britain, but the way Brisbane introduced it ensured 
that it would develop in a particular way. Brisbane believed that his 
critics — free settlers Uke John Macarthur and Sir J. Jamison, colonial 
officials such as the Reverend Samuel Marsden and John Oxley, and 
merchants like Alexander Berry, should have a public role in the colony 
and a forum for constructive criticism and debate. This would limit 
the destructive practice of writing complaints to England that 
undermined the Colonial Office's faith in the Governor. Brisbane was 
sacked as Governor, largely because the Colonial Office's judgement 
had been eroded by poison pen letters. 
Brisbane, the soldier-scientist, believed that the government was Uke 
a car; he would steer it and add fuel and oil to keep it running but 
he was not the mechanic who tinkered with the gear box. He did not 
beUeve he should become involved with the minutia of every day 
administration. His approach was to analyse the situation, establish 
policies instruct his officials to implement them, and stand back and 
observe'the results, refusing to intervene until policies had time to 
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show results. This hands off approach shocked the colonists, even 
though every one remembered the problems caused by Macquarie's 
erratic intervention in the smallest details. Brisbane's approach failed 
because settlers wanted to have personal influence with the 
government; they wanted the opportunities to talk to him at parties 
and ask for promises of land and convict servants. They did not want 
their applications to be judged by civU servants according to set criteria 
such as whether they had the money to develop their land or whether 
they had used their previous land and servants to good effect. The 
settlers bitterly opposed the power Brisbane had delegated to his 
officials, especially Colonial Secretary Frederick Goulburn, and in 
particular the fact that Goulburn could control the governor's access 
to information. This was where Brisbane's system broke down but 
that is another story; Brisbane was politically naive but that does not 
mean that he was not a good Governor. 
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Some of those attending the conference on 11 August included, from the left. Professor 
John Pearn, Mr Michael White, Director of the Royal Historical Society of Victoria 
Mr Ian Woodroffe, the Governor of Queensland Sir Walter Campbell, President of 
the Royal Historical Society of Queensland Dr Ron Wood, President of the Federation 
Mr Ron Winch, Dr Ruth Kerr, Mrs Winch and Mrs Wood. 
